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The buzzards were the only things moving in the entire Llano Estacado.

Marcus Reid saw them from three miles out, black specks wheeling against the white sky. They traced slow circles over something that had stopped moving, rising on thermals that shimmered off the caliche hardpan like heat waves off an engine block.

Reid drove the Silverado down Highway 385 at sixty-five. The truck was a 2007 model with two hundred thousand miles, faded gray paint, and a bed full of everything he owned. A canvas tarp covered the gear, held down by bungee cords that vibrated in the wind. The air conditioning had quit working in Amarillo. Reid had the windows down. Hot air poured through the cab, carrying the smell of creosote and dust.

He checked the rearview mirror. Empty highway behind him, heat shimmer turning the asphalt into liquid. No vehicles. No people. Just the flat expanse of West Texas stretching to the horizon in every direction, broken only by fence posts and scrub brush and the occasional windmill spinning in air so dry it made Reid’s lips crack.

The buzzards kept circling.

Reid pulled over. He killed the engine. The silence hit him like a physical thing—no traffic, no wind, just the tick of the cooling engine and the distant sound of the birds calling to each other. He opened the driver’s door. The metal handle was hot enough to burn. He got out and stood next to the truck, hand shading his eyes, looking at the birds.

“Trouble,” Reid said.

He said it to no one. He’d been driving alone for three days, and talking to himself had become a habit. The Silverado didn’t answer. It just sat there radiating heat, the tarp snapping in a gust of wind that came from nowhere and died just as fast.

Reid pulled a bottle of water from the passenger seat. Drank half of it. The water was hot, tasted like plastic. He poured the rest over his head, feeling it run down his neck and soak into his shirt collar. The relief lasted maybe ten seconds before the heat reclaimed him.

He looked at the buzzards again. They’d descended, dropping from their high circles to lower orbits. Reid counted seven of them. Big ones, probably turkey vultures, wingspan six feet, riding the thermals with that distinctive wobble that meant they’d found something worth investigating.

Reid got back in the truck. Started the engine. Turned off the highway onto a dirt road that led west toward the birds. The road had no name, just two tire tracks cutting through the caliche crust. Mesquite bushes scraped the undercarriage. Rocks pinged off the oil pan. Reid kept his speed at thirty, following the tracks, watching the birds get closer.

He drove for a mile. The landscape never changed—flat, white, endless. A few prickly pear cactus. Some yucca. Nothing taller than Reid’s hip. The kind of country where you could see a man coming from ten miles away if you were looking.

The birds descended again.

Reid saw the edge of a dry wash ahead, a gash in the earth where flash floods had carved a channel through the limestone bedrock. The wash ran north to south, maybe twenty feet deep, maybe a hundred feet wide. During monsoon season it would be a river. Now it was just another crack in the desert, dry as bone, filled with rocks and dead mesquite.

He stopped the truck fifty yards from the rim. Cut the engine. Got out. The silence was heavier here, broken only by the rasp of vulture wings and the buzz of flies. Reid heard the flies before he smelled the source. They made a sound like static, a low hum that grew louder as Reid walked toward the wash.

The smell hit him at twenty yards. Sweet, thick, chemical. The smell of meat breaking down in hundred-degree heat. Reid had smelled it before—Afghanistan, Baghdad, the desert outside Kandahar. Bodies left in the sun for more than a day started smelling like this. Nothing quite like it. Nothing you ever forgot.

Reid pulled his shirt up over his nose. Kept walking. The flies got louder.

He reached the rim of the wash and looked down.

Six men. Scattered across the bottom of the arroyo like trash dumped from a truck. They were all Hispanic, all dressed in jeans and work shirts, all wearing boots with pointed toes. They’d been dead maybe two days. The buzzards had started on the exposed skin—faces, hands, the backs of necks where shirt collars had ridden up. One vulture was perched on the chest of a man in a black Metallica t-shirt, tugging at something near the collar. It looked up at Reid with yellow eyes and hissed.

Reid picked up a rock. Threw it. The bird hopped away, ugly and awkward on the ground, joining six others on the far bank. They hunched their shoulders and settled in to wait, watching Reid with the patience of creatures that knew how this ended.

Reid slid down the bank. The gravel was loose, sun-baked, sliding under his boots. He reached the bottom and walked to the first body.

The man was young, maybe twenty-five, with a thin mustache and a tattoo of the Virgin Mary on his right forearm. He lay on his back, arms spread wide, staring at the sky through eyes that had turned milky. The front of his shirt had two holes in it, chest-high, eight inches apart. Exit wounds. Reid knelt and turned the body over. The entry wounds were smaller, cleaner—two holes just below the shoulder blades, spaced like they’d been aimed.

“Professional,” Reid said.

He looked at the wounds again. The bullets had passed through the body and kept going, tumbling as they exited, creating the massive trauma Reid could see in the chest cavity. High-powered rifle. Probably .308. Definitely not a pistol. These men had been shot from distance by someone who knew what they were doing.

Reid stood. Walked to the next body. This one was older, maybe forty, with a beer gut and a gold chain around his neck. He’d been hit three times—throat, chest, stomach. The throat shot had probably killed him instantly. The other two were insurance. Reid checked the man’s pockets. Wallet with sixty dollars and a Juárez driver’s license. Cell phone with a cracked screen, dead battery. Pack of Marlboros, half empty.

Reid kept the cigarettes. Left the wallet and phone.

He moved down the line. Four more bodies, all shot the same way—multiple hits, center mass, no defensive wounds. They’d died where they stood or sat. Reid looked at the ground. No brass casings in the wash. No spent shells. The shooters had been somewhere else.

Reid looked up at the rim of the wash on the far side. High ground. Good sight lines. He could see scuff marks in the caliche where someone had lain prone. He walked to that side, climbed up. Found the positions.

Five men had lain here, spaced ten feet apart, facing the wash. The dirt was disturbed where they’d set up, impressions in the dust where rifle barrels had rested. Reid found the brass scattered in the gravel—long, heavy cartridges with flat primers. He picked one up. .308 Winchester, government issue, headstamp reading LC 24. Lake City Arsenal, 2024 production. Federal ammunition.

Reid put the casing in his pocket.

He walked the line, counting the brass. Thirty-seven casings total. That meant each shooter had fired seven or eight rounds. Six targets, thirty-seven shots, hundred percent hit rate at what looked like a hundred and fifty yards. Reid did the math. These weren’t hunters. These were professionals. Military or law enforcement. People with training and discipline and the kind of rifles civilians don’t own.

Reid looked at the position again. The shooters had been here for a while—he could see where they’d scraped the ground flat, creating level platforms for prone shooting. They’d waited. Set up. Prepared. This had been planned.

He walked back down into the wash.

The bodies had belongings scattered around them. Reid checked the gear. Three backpacks, canvas and nylon, heavy. He opened the first one. Bundles of cash, twenties and fifties, wrapped in plastic and duct tape. Ten bundles, maybe twenty thousand dollars. The second pack had more of the same. The third pack had something different—white powder in kilo bricks, wrapped tight in clear plastic, stamped with a red scorpion logo.

“Mules,” Reid said.

These men had been running drugs or money or both. Probably heading north from the border, using the empty ranch roads to avoid the Border Patrol checkpoints on the main highways. Someone had ambushed them here, in this wash, where the vehicles had to slow down and the sight lines were perfect.

Reid left the drugs. He took four of the cash bundles from the first pack, stuffing them into his pockets. Twenty grand would get him to California. Twenty grand would buy him a month to figure out what came next. The dead men didn’t need it. The people who’d killed them would come back for it eventually, but by then Reid would be three states away.

He found a phone in the pack, different from the others. Satellite phone, military-grade, still powered on. Reid turned it off. Put it in his pocket. Might be useful. Might be traceable. Either way, it was evidence.

Reid checked the last body. The man wore a baseball cap with a Chihuahua Toros logo and had a scar running from his left eye to his jaw. His shirt pocket held a crumpled piece of paper. Reid unfolded it. Hand-drawn map, pencil on notebook paper. It showed Highway 385, the dirt roads branching off it, and an X marked near two peaks that Reid recognized—Twin Peaks, about thirty miles south. Next to the X someone had written “0200” and drawn a small square.

“Rendezvous,” Reid said.

Two a.m., someone was supposed to meet these men at Twin Peaks. Someone with a vehicle, someone who could move the cash and drugs to the next point in the chain. But these men wouldn’t make it. They’d been eliminated. The question was whether the people who killed them were planning to take the meeting themselves or whether they’d let it pass.

Reid folded the map. Put it in his pocket with the satellite phone and the federal brass.

He climbed out of the wash. The buzzards were back on the bodies now, their wings spread for balance as they tore at flesh. Reid didn’t try to stop them. The men were beyond caring. The desert would clean them up. In a week there’d be nothing left but bones and clothes and the specific silence that comes from places where people died.

Reid walked back to the Silverado. The sun was directly overhead now, the shadows gone, the heat building toward its afternoon peak. The thermometer on the truck’s dashboard read 103. Reid believed it. He got in, started the engine, turned the AC vents toward his face even though they just blew hot air.

He looked at the wash one more time. Six men executed. Federal ammunition. A planned ambush. And somewhere to the north, the people who’d done this were either celebrating or covering their tracks.

Reid put the truck in gear. Started to pull away. Stopped.

In the rearview mirror he saw dust. A thin line of it rising off the highway, maybe four miles back. Vehicles approaching. Multiple vehicles. Coming fast.

Reid killed the engine. He got out and walked to the front of the truck, looking back at the highway. The dust cloud grew. He could see the vehicles now—dark shapes, too far to identify, but moving in a convoy. Four, maybe five vehicles. Heading toward this wash.

“Border Patrol,” Reid said.

He said it to himself, but he knew he was right. The federal brass, the precision shooting, the military-grade execution—this had government written all over it. And now the cleanup crew was coming back. Maybe they’d forgotten something. Maybe they were just making sure. Either way, Reid didn’t want to be here when they arrived.

He got back in the Silverado. Started the engine. The dust cloud was maybe three miles out now. Reid turned the truck around, following the dirt road back toward the highway. He drove fast, forty miles an hour, the truck bouncing over the ruts, rocks hammering the undercarriage. He reached the highway and turned south, accelerating, putting distance between himself and the wash.

In the rearview mirror he saw the convoy turn off the highway onto the dirt road. Black Suburbans, five of them, government plates. They disappeared into the scrub, heading toward the bodies.

Reid drove for five miles before he slowed down. His heart was hammering. His hands were shaking on the wheel. He’d just witnessed the aftermath of a massacre, and the people who’d done it were less than a mile away. If they’d seen him—if they’d gotten his plate number—he’d be a loose end. And loose ends in West Texas had a way of disappearing.

Reid pulled over. He got out and threw up in the dirt. The heat and the smell and the adrenaline had finally caught up with him. He stood there for a minute, hands on his knees, spitting bile, waiting for his vision to clear.

He thought about the cash in his pockets. The map. The satellite phone. The brass casing. Evidence. All of it evidence that connected Reid to a crime scene, to dead mules, to a government operation that had just killed six men and left them for the buzzards.

Reid straightened up. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He looked south, where the highway stretched into the heat shimmer, empty and waiting. He could keep driving. He could throw the evidence out the window. He could pretend he’d never seen the wash, never counted the bodies, never picked up the federal brass that proved someone official had committed murder.

But Reid had a Mexican peso in his pocket, hammered flat and cut into the shape of a five-pointed star. His partner had carried it, ten years ago, when they worked Border Patrol together in El Paso. The partner’s name was Boone. Boone had been killed by a cartel crew that had turned out to be working for someone in the agency. Someone official. Someone who’d needed Boone to stop asking questions.

Reid had kept the badge. He carried it as a reminder that sometimes the people wearing uniforms were worse than the people they were supposed to be catching.

He got back in the truck. Put it in gear. Started driving south. The cash was still in his pockets. The map was still there. The satellite phone and the brass casing were still evidence. Reid was still a witness.

He didn’t know what he was going to do with any of it. But he knew he couldn’t just drive away. Not this time. Not after what he’d seen.

The highway stretched ahead, empty and straight, disappearing into the heat shimmer. Reid pushed the Silverado to seventy. The engine labored. The truck shook. But it kept moving, carrying Reid deeper into the desert, away from the bodies, away from the federal Suburbans, toward something he couldn’t see yet but knew was waiting.

Behind him, the buzzards circled. They always circled. They knew how this worked. They knew that in the desert, everything died eventually. The only question was when.
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“Birds got to them already.”

Captain Dean Hatcher said it from inside the Suburban, looking down at the wash through the passenger window. He held a flask of Jim Beam in his right hand, half empty, warm from sitting in the sun. He took a pull and capped it. Wiped his mouth with the back of his left hand. The hand had a scar across the knuckles from a fight in Juárez eight years ago. He looked at the scar sometimes when he was drinking, remembering the fight, remembering how it had ended.

“You want us to go down there?” The driver was Agent Ruiz, twenty-six years old, three years with Border Patrol, neck like a fire hydrant. He wore Oakley sunglasses that cost more than his monthly salary. Hatcher had never asked where Ruiz got the money for sunglasses like that. Some questions produced answers you didn’t want.

“Yeah,” Hatcher said. “Go down. Make sure they’re all accounted for.”

Ruiz put the Suburban in park. Cut the engine. The other four vehicles pulled up behind them in a line—black Suburbans, identical, government plates, tinted windows. Doors opened. Nine agents got out. They wore tactical pants, black polo shirts with Border Patrol patches on the sleeves, sidearms on their hips. Three of them carried AR-15s slung across their chests. They looked like a SWAT team. They looked like soldiers. That’s what Hatcher wanted. The intimidation factor was half the job.

Hatcher got out. The heat hit him like a slap. He’d been sitting in air conditioning for the last forty minutes, and the transition from seventy degrees to a hundred and five made his vision swim. He steadied himself against the Suburban. Took another pull from the flask. The whiskey helped. It always helped.

“Spread out,” Hatcher called. “Check the perimeter. If someone was here, I want to know about it.”

The agents moved. Some went left along the rim of the wash. Some went right. Ruiz and two others—agents named Pacheco and Mills—slid down the bank into the arroyo. Hatcher watched them from above. The buzzards were on the bodies now, five or six of them, wings spread for balance, tearing at flesh. Ruiz kicked at one. The bird hissed and hopped away ten feet. Stood there watching Ruiz with yellow eyes that held no fear.

“Ugly things,” Pacheco said. He was a big man, six-three, two-twenty, with a shaved head that gleamed with sweat. He pulled his sidearm and pointed it at the nearest buzzard.

“Don’t,” Hatcher said from the rim. “We’re not wasting ammunition on birds.”

Pacheco holstered the Glock. He walked to the first body. Knelt. Turned it over. “Entry wounds,” he called up. “Back. Exit wounds front. High-powered rifle.”

“How many?” Hatcher asked.

Pacheco moved down the line, counting. “Six. All adult males. All Hispanic. All shot from the ridge.” He pointed to the far side of the wash. “From over there.”

Hatcher knew this already. He’d been on that ridge two days ago, prone in the dirt with his own AR-15, watching through the scope as the mules drove their pickup truck into the wash. He’d given the signal. Five rifles had fired within two seconds. The mules had dropped like puppets with cut strings. It had been clean. Professional. The kind of operation Hatcher ran when he was sober and focused and being paid enough to care.

But now he had to play the role. Had to pretend he was investigating instead of covering up.

“Check their pockets,” Hatcher said. “See what they were carrying.”

Ruiz went through the first body. Pulled out a wallet. “Juárez ID. Name is Rodriguez. No first name on the license.” He checked the pants pockets. “Nothing else. No phone. No cash.”

“Check the others.”

They went through all six bodies. No phones. No cash. Three wallets with expired licenses. One man had a rosary wrapped around his wrist. Another had a pack of gum in his shirt pocket. That was it. Everything else was gone.

“Someone cleaned them out,” Mills said. He was the youngest agent in the unit, twenty-three, fresh out of the academy, still believed in the mission. Hatcher was working on fixing that. “The cartel must have sent a cleanup crew.”

Hatcher didn’t correct him. Let the kid think what he wanted. But Hatcher knew better. The cartel didn’t clean up mules who failed to deliver. They left them as warnings. This was something different. Someone had been here after Hatcher’s team had left. Someone had gone through the bodies, taken the cash and drugs and phones, stripped the scene of anything valuable.

“What about the packs?” Hatcher asked.

Ruiz walked to the backpacks lying near one of the bodies. He opened the first one. “Empty.”

“All of them?”

Ruiz checked. “All three. Nothing inside.”

Hatcher felt his jaw tighten. The packs had held two hundred thousand in cash and ten kilos of cocaine when his team had done the hit. Hatcher had seen it. He’d inventoried it himself before making the decision to leave it. The plan had been to come back after dark, when the buzzards had finished and the desert was empty, and retrieve the product. Two hundred grand and ten keys was a good payday. Split five ways among the shooters, that was forty thousand each. Plus whatever Vance paid them for the job. Hatcher had been looking forward to it.

Now the packs were empty. Someone had beaten them to it.

“Check the trucks,” Hatcher said. He started down the bank, sliding in the loose gravel, catching himself on a mesquite branch.

The mules’ truck was still there—a white Ford F-250 with Chihuahua plates, parked at the bottom of the wash where they’d stopped. The driver’s door was open. The windshield had bullet holes. Hatcher looked inside. The bench seat was soaked with blood. Flies covered everything. The
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